Watch Your Tongue 


J. Michael Shannon 


Sometimes when we go to the physician’s office, he or she will ask us to stick 
out our tongues. This is because there are things we can determine about 
our health by looking at our tongues. Our tongues also can be useful in 
determining our spiritual health and maturity. We should pay attention to our 
tongue because... 


l. It is powerful James 3:1-5). 

Words have power. God’s words do, of course, but so do ours. James reminds 
us a bit and rudder may be small, but they make big differences. Their 
influence is genuine. Just as a rudder controls a ship and a bit controls a 
horse, disciplining the tongue helps us control our whole lives. 


If you don’t think words are powerful, think of the three most influential 
leaders of the WWII era. Hitler used words to destroy, but Churchill and 
Roosevelt used them to inspire. No one can doubt their words were powerful 
for ill and good. 


To James, the tongue is not just revealing the inner character, but the control 
of it will help us control other areas of our life. 


Il. It can be dangerous (James 3:6). 

The tongue doesn’t just seem to harm; it actually does harm, which is 
serious. James also compares the tongue to fire. A small spark can start a 
huge brush or forest fire. Think of how much damage has been wrought by 
unkind and untrue words. Think of how many careers, friendships, marriages 
and reputations have been destroyed by a loose tongue. Think not only of 
how much trouble words got you into, but also of how much more trouble 
you would have if you actually said everything you think. 


lll. It is hard to control (James 3:7-8a). 
Careless words are so prevalent there hardly could be anyone who doubts 
how difficult it is to control the tongue. 


A young man once approached Socrates to ask if the philosopher would 
teach him the gift of oratory. His request was followed by an incessant 
stream of words until Socrates placed his hand over the inquirer’s mouth and 
said, “Young man, | will have to charge you a double fee.” When the fellow 
asked why, Socrates replied, “I will have to teach you two sciences. First, 
how to hold your tongue, and then, how to use it.” 


We have a great blessing as Christians. We are not trying to control the 
tongue on our strength alone, but by the strength of the Spirit within us. 


IV. It is easily corrupted (James 3:8-12). 

James deals in these verses with inconsistency. Isn’t this one of the sins 
people accuse Christians of the most? They don’t just call it inconsistency; 
they call it hypocrisy. We bless and curse with the same tongue. To make 
this point, James discusses brackish water. Salt water and fresh water don’t 
come from the same spring. How easy it is for salt water to corrupt fresh 
water. He also describes it as a poison. Remember when Isaiah was 
overcome with sin and how he expressed it? He said he was a man of 
unclean lips and he lived among a people of unclean lips. We also have great 
potential to do much good. We don’t have to be in despair. If everything we 
have talked about is true, the opposite is also true. While James warns us 
that we never will completely tame the tongue, it is powerful enough and 
able to be disciplined enough to do good things—to bless, heal and 
encourage. 
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Not talk at all, be silent. [A guy joined the Trapist monastery. For three years he was 
given a probation period where he was not to speak at all, but at the end of each 
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2. OUR WORDS CAN DESTROY US AND OTHERS: 


v. 5 James gives another illustration. Imagine a beautiful forest -- tall beautiful trees 
everywhere. Now imagine it in one minute up in smoke, completely destroyed 
instantly with a little tiny match. It only takes a spark to get a fire going. James 
Says, your tongue can destroy like that. You can loose it all. A careless camper can 
destroy an entire national forest overnight. A careless word can destroy a life 
overnight. Thousands of lives. Gossip is like fire. It spreads quickly and it wrecks 
havoc. | wonder how many people because of a careless word have destroyed their 
marriage, or their career, or their reputation, or the reputation of another, or their 
church, or a friendship. The tongue not only has the power to direct where you go 
but also to destroy what you have if you don’t learn to control it. It’s like a fire. 


Our words can be devastating to others: 


Proverbs 18:21 Death and life are in the power of the tongue. 


Job 19:2 How long will ye vex my soul, and break me in pieces with words. Another 
translation says How long will you torment me and crush me with words. 


Proverbs 18:20 (Good News) "You have to live with the consequences of everything 
you Say." 


vs. 6"... it sets the whole course of his life on fire, and is itself set on fire by hell." 
He’s saying here that words can create a chain reaction. You can say something 
that you didn’t mean to have any harm, but it can have devastating effects that are 
beyond your control. 


You come home from work and you’re tired and grumpy and cranky. The husband 
walks in and yells at the wife. The wife yells at the oldest kid. The oldest kid yells at 
the baby sister. The baby sister goes out and kicks the dog. The dog goes and bites 
the cat. The cat comes in and scratches the baby. The baby bites the head off the 
Barbie doll. Wouldn't it be a whole lot simpler if the husband just bit off the head of 
the Barbie doll himself? Chain reaction, the course of hell. 


"set on fire by hell" itself. A couple comes in for marriage counseling. "I said this 
and then she said that, then | said this..." Then what happened? "All hell broke 
loose". Our words can cause “all hell to break loose." James says you’ve got to learn 
to manage your mouth, not only because it can direct where you go but it can 
destroy what you have. You can loose your family, your kids, your career simply by 
what you Say. It’s like a fire 


Proverbs 21:23 "If you want to stay out of trouble be careful what you say!" 
Ephesians 4:29-30 Let no corrupt ( unwholesome ) communication proceed out of 
your mouth, but that which is good to the use of edifying ( building up ) that it may 
minister grace unto the hearers. And grieve not the Holy Spirit of God, whereby ye 
are sealed unto the day of redemption. 


Paul is saying when we use words that tear people down rather than building them 
up we are grieving The Holy Spirit of God. God is not pleased with our words 
because they are not building up the body of Christ. 


We need to pray the prayer of the Psalmist. 


Psalm 19:14 Let the words of my mouth, and the meditation of my heart, be 
acceptable in thy sight, oh Lord, my Strength, and my Redeemer. 


James goes on to say, "All kinds of animals ... have been tamed by man, but no man 
can tame the tongue. [It’s humanly impossible. Only God can do it.] It is a restless 
evil, full of deadly poison." (vs.7-8) Of all the animals we’ve tamed, no man can 
tame the tongue, humanly speaking. He says it’s restless. 


It’s like poison. The word in Greek is literally "snake venom". Just a few drops can 
kill. You can assassinate somebody with your words. Assassinate their character. 
The tongue is a deadly weapon. 


No man can tame the tongue, But There is one who can, God is able to tame and 
control a lying Blaspheming, slanderous, gossiping, backbiting and destructive 
tongue. As much as He is able to deliver the drunkard from his alcohol, the gambler 
form his gambling, or a drug addict from his drugs. Our God is an awesome God and 
can do anything that we will allow Him to. There has to be a willingness on our part 
to surrender and yield our tongues to the Lord Jesus and The Holy Spirit. 


3. OUR WORDS DISPLAY WHO WE ARE AND WHAT’S IN OUR HEARTS 


It reveals my real character. It tells what’s really inside of me. First James points out 
how inconsistent we are in our speech. v. 9 "The tongue we praise our Lord and 
Father and with the same tongue we curse men who’ve been made in God’s 
likeness. From the same mouth come praise and cursings. My brothers, this should 
not be." We say these things out of the same mouth. We come to church on 
Sunday. The highest use of your mouth is to use it praising God. We sing praises to 
the Lord. Then we walk out, get into the car and on the way home we argue about 
where we're going to eat lunch. Isn’t it amazing how quickly your attitude can 
change? In one minute you’re saying, "Praise the Lord", the next you’re saying, 
"Shut up!" It’s so inconsistent. It’s amazing how quickly it can change, like Dr. Jekyll 
and Mr. Hyde. One minute we’re praising God and the next we’re cursing other 
people. Cursing here doesn’t necessarily mean profanity. It means any kind of put 
down, label. ["You good for nothing... You’ll never amount to nothing ... You’re just 
like ..."] Any kind of put down is a curse. He says, why curse men? They’re made in 
God’s image. 


James gives the answer in v. 11-12. He says consider the source. "Can both fresh 
water and salt water flow from the same spring? My brothers, can a fig tree bear 
olives or a grapevine bear figs? Neither can a salt spring produce fresh water." The 
point is, whatever is in the well comes out in the water. Whatever is in the tree, 
comes out in the fruit. What is the likelihood of an apple tree producing cherries? 
Zip! My problem is not really my tongue. My problem is my heart. What’s inside is 
what comes out. My mouth eventually betrays what is really on the inside of me. | 
can fool you and pretend but eventually my tongue is going to catch me. It’s going 
to let you know what’s really inside 


Have you heard this excuse? Someone says something really mean or hurtful and 
they say, "I don’t know what got into me. It’s not like me to say that. | don’t know 
why | said that. It’s totally out of character. | didn’t really mean it." James would say, 
Yes, it is. It’s just like you. You meant it. Quit kidding yourself. What’s inside is going 
to come out. You don’t have a spring that one minute gives salt water and the next 
gives fresh water. That’s inconsistent. It’s a natural law: what comes out of the well 
is what is inside of it. Jesus said in Matthew 12:34 "For out of the overflow of the 
heart the mouth speaks." Jesus explained the Freudian slip years before Freud even 
existed. He said what’s inside of you is what’s going to come out. My tongue just 
displays what I am. It directs where | go. It can destroy what | have. But most of all, 
it simply displays who | am and what’s in my heart. It reveals my character. 


4. OUR WORDS CAN DELIGHT OTHERS: 


Proverbs 18:4 The mouth of the righteous man is a well of life. 


Proverbs 12:18 The tongue of the wise health. 


Proverbs 12:25 Heaviness in the heart of man maketh it stoop: but a good word 
maketh it glad. 


Proverbs 25:11 A word fitly spoken is like apples of gold in pictures of silver. In other 
words, a good word spoken at the right time is better than golden apples in a silver 
basket. 


Our words can can refresh and encourage someone that is discouraged and ready 
to give up and quit. Words can give new life to a ding relationship. 


Il. WHAT IS THE SOLUTION? 
1. Get a new heart 


You’ve got to get a new heart, that’s the problem. Ezekiel 18:31 "Rid yourself of all 
the offenses you have committed and get a new heart and a new spirit!" Painting 
the outside of the pump doesn’t make any difference if there is poison in the well. | 
can change the outside externals, | can turn over a new leaf, but what | really need 
is a new life. What | need is a fresh start. | need to let go of all the past and be born 
again and start over. | need to get a new heart. 


How do | get a new heart? 2 Corinthians 5:17 "Therefore if any man be in Christ, he 
is a new person. The old has passed away. Behold all things have become new." 
New life, new heart, new spirit. When you come to Jesus Christ, He wipes out 
everything you’ve done in the past. He says You're starting over. It’s like being born 
again. You need a new heart. 


We need to pray like David prayed in Psalm 51 "Create in me a clean heart, O God" 
because what’s in my heart is going to come out in my mouth. 
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2. Ask God for help every day. 


We need supernatural power so we ask God to help us. Psalm 141:3 "Set a guard 
over my mouth, O Lord; keep watch over the door of my lips." 


You can’t do it on your own. Your life is a living proof of that. We cannot control it on 
our own. Great verse to memorize and quote every morning. "God, put a muzzle on 
my mouth. Guard my lips. Don’t let me be critical today. Don’t let me be 
judgmental. Don’t let me say things off the cuff and then | regret." You need to ask 
God for help daily because you need His power in your life. 


Sidlow Baxter: "The proof that God’s Spirit is in your life is not that you speak in an 
unknown tongue but you control the tongue you do know." You watch your words. 
And God gives you the power to not slander, not lie, not exaggerate. Getting into 


God’s word is a part of asking God for help. As you ask Him for help you need to 
read His word. You have heard the statement: Garbage in, garbage out. What goes 
into your mind, goes into your heart. And what goes into your heart, comes out of 
your mouth. Fill your mind with the word of God -- with positive things, whatsoever 
things that are true, etc. -- think on these things. 


3. Think before you speak 


Engage your mind before you engage your mouth. James 1:19 "Everyone should be 
quick to listen, slow to speak and slow to become angry." 


What does your tongue say about you? What does it reveal about you? If we were to 
play back a tape of every conversation you’ve had in this past week, what would we 
learn about you? God hears it all. Our tongues display who we are. What direction is 
your tongue leading you? Some people say, "I’m just sick all the time" or "I can 
never do anything", "Things are just getting tougher and tougher" -- what direction 
are they headed? Our tongues control the direction of our lives like a rudder, a bit. 


A bit and a rudder must be under the hand of a strong arm. James is saying that the 
only way to get control of your tongue is let Jesus Christ have control of your heart. 
What’s in your heart is going to come out in your mouth. You let Christ’s hand be on 
your bit, your rudder and let Him direct your life. 


Maybe you need to ask forgiveness. Maybe you need to go to your kids to say, "I’m 
sorry. I’m inconsistent the way | talk to you. Sometimes I’m loving, sometimes I’m 
harsh. That shows I’m like everybody else. I’m human." We all stumble in many 
ways -- all of us. Maybe you need to apologize to your wife or your husband. "I’m 
not as loving to you in my speech as | ought to be. | tend to be apathetic, cold, 
indifferent. | talk to you harshly. | boss everybody around. I’m inconsistent and 
inconsiderate." Ezekiel says, "Get rid of all your offenses you’ve committed and get 
a new heart and a new spirit." 


In closing let me give you three more scripture to meditate on. 


Proverbs 13:3 He that keepeth his mouth keepeth his life: But he that openeth wide 
his lips shall have destruction. 


Proverbs 21:23 Whoso keepeth his mouth and his tongue keepeth his soul from 
troubles. 


1 Peter 3:10 For he that will love life, and see good days, let him refrain his tongue 
from evil, and his lips that speak no. 
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| came across a Statistic that shocked me. | was not sure | believed it. | read that the 
average person speaks 11,000,000 words a year. Imagine 11,000,000 words a year. 
This is easier to believe about some people than others. | have a relative for whom 
11,000,000 words a year is no problem. He can do that in a month. Do you know 
how many words that is in a lifetime? At the age of 65 it is 715,000,000 words. 
Imagine the magnitude of that many words. 


I. Our words matter 


Words are incredibly powerful. They can build up, encourage, and motivate. Words 
can also tear down, hurt, and cause horrible scars. Remember the saying many of 
us used as kids, "Sticks and stones may break my bones but words will never hurt 
me." It isn't true. Words can hurt. Some of us are living with the scars of the hurtful 
words of others. The Bible reminds us that "Life and death are in the power of the 
tongue, and those who love it will eat its fruit." Prov 18:21 (HCSB) 


Words matter to God. He keeps a record of our words. Jesus said, "I tell you that on 
the day of judgment people will have to account for every careless word they 
speak." Matt 12:36 (HCSB) Jesus spoke plainly about our use of words. He tells us, 
"for every careless word" there will be an accounting in the day of judgment. We 
expect Jesus to condemn profane and vile uses of the tongue, but idle words? We 
say some words carelessly, without concern for their impact on others. Why would 
God care about those? We assume that the sins of our tongue are minor sins, sins 
that God will overlook. Jesus was fully aware of the devastating nature of our words. 


Il. How to use our words 


The Bible has a lot to say about how we use our words. Here are a few biblical 
principals about the use of words. 


A. Refrain from attack words 


Words can be used as a weapon to lash into people. Sometimes our goal is to hurt 
people by what we say. The first thing some people do in the morning is brush their 
teeth and sharpen their tongue. Words can cut like a knife and we want to stick the 
dagger in deep. God does not want us to use our words as a weapon. He wants us 
to use our words to bless others. Jesus says in Matthew 5:44, "But I tell you, love 
your enemies and pray for those who persecute you." (HCSB) 


B. Refrain from gossip 


We need to be careful about the news we share concerning others. Someone said, 
"There is only one thing as difficult as unscrambling an egg, and that's unspreading 
a rumor." Gossip is destructive, and it is subtle. Someone begins a conversation: 
"Did you hear?" Before you know it, you're caught up in gossip. Don't believe 
everything you hear. Someone said, "A gossip usually makes a mountain out of a 
molehill by adding some dirt." 


Be careful about listening to gossip. Is listening to gossip all that much worse than 
telling it? There's a saying, "He who gossips to you will gossip about you." 


The Bible warns us... 


"The one who reveals secrets is a constant gossip; avoid someone with a big 
mouth." Prov 20:19 (HCSB) 


"A contrary man spreads conflict, and a gossip separates friends." Prov 16:28 
(HCSB) 


Watch out for gossip. 


C. Use clean words 


Some words are just not proper to speak. When we were kids our parents would 
wash our mouths out with soap if we said such words. Having a foul mouth is not 
something to be proud of. Some words are not supposed to be said. 


D. Use truthful words 


Jesus said, "But let your word 'yes' be 'yes,' and your 'no' be 'no.' Anything more 
than this is from the evil one." Matt 5:37 (HCSB) People need to believe what we 
say. Lying destroys our credibility. Chances are that we'll eventually be caught if we 
make a practice of lying. 


| heard a story about a woman who was hosting guests for dinner. She decided to 
serve chicken. She told the butcher she'd like to buy chicken. The butcher opened 
his freezer case, and saw only one chicken. He put it on the scale and said "two 
pounds." The lady responded, "Oh, | wanted one bigger than that." The butcher, not 
wanting to lose a sale, took the chicken off the scale, put it back in the freezer and 
pulled up the same chicken - his last chicken - and said, "three pounds." The woman 
answered, "Great, I'll take both of them." The butcher had a problem. Be honest. Let 
the words that flow from your mouth be truthful. 


E. Use edifying words 


The Bible says, "No rotten talk should come from your mouth, but only what is good 
for the building up of someone in need, in order to give grace to those who hear." 
Eph 4:29 (HCSB) The Bible challenges us to use our words to help people, to build 
others up, not to tear them down. A popular Zig Ziglar saying is, "He climbs highest 
who helps another up." Our words can have an incredibly positive effect. How many 
of us have found great comfort or encouragement because of what someone said to 
us? Don't underestimate the value of an encouraging word. 


Perhaps you are thinking, Okay pastor, you've made your point, | need to make 
some changes on the way | use my tongue. But how do | do it? Perhaps you've tried 
to make some changes in your speech but it ended in failure. You want to know 
what you can do to succeed this time. 


Ill. Transform the tongue 


Transforming the tongue begins with a change in the heart. Jesus said, "But what 
comes out of the mouth comes from the heart, and this defiles a man." Matt 15:18 
(HCSB). The heart influences the tongue. When it is full of anger, selfishness, envy, 
pride, and all the other ugly "stuff" that can invade our hearts, we are affected in 
everything we do. 


| heard about a joke some children played on their grandfather. They found him 
asleep on the sofa in the living room. One of the youngsters got the bright idea to 
spread some Limburger cheese in Grandpa's mustache. After a while grandpa woke 
up and began to smell that Limburger cheese and said, "Something in this living 
room stinks." He went into the kitchen, still smelling the Limburger cheese in his 
mustache, and said, "Something in this room stinks." Finally, he stuck his head out 
the back door and says, "Ah, the whole world stinks!" 


Some of us have Limburger cheese in our hearts. The problem is not out there, it's 
within us. Something needs to change within us. Our focus needs to be transformed. 
Instead of looking for the bad in a situation, we need to look for the good. Instead of 
being preoccupied with self-interest, we need to focus on the interests of others. 
Changing our hearts is a good place to start. 


We need to think before we speak. The Bible teaches, "My dearly loved brothers, 
understand this: everyone must be quick to hear, slow to speak, and slow to anger, 
for man's anger does not accomplish God's righteousness." James 1:19-20 (HCSB) 


Guard against engaging the tongue without engaging the mind. Take a moment 
before you speak. Here's an acrostic to help evaluate whether you are about to say 
something you perhaps shouldn't. Ask the following questions: 


T - is it true? 

H - is it helpful? 

| - is it inspiring? 

N - is it necessary? 


K - is it kind? 


If what you are about to say does not pass this simple test, then don't say it. Think 
before you speak. 


Tap into God's help. This help is available to us. Who can tame the human tongue? 
Jesus can. Jesus is in the business of transforming lives. Paul reminded us, 
"Therefore if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation; old things have passed 
away, and look, new things have come." 2 Corinthians 5:17 (HCSB) 


Jesus can give us the desire and motivation to change. Most of all, He can give us 
the ability to make the change. Paul commented, "I am able to do all things through 
Him who strengthens me." Phil 4:13 (HCSB) 


Countless lives have been transformed through Christ. Jesus specializes as a change 
agent. Let Jesus do His work in your life. 
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James 1:26-27-lf anyone among you thinks he is religious, and does not bridle his 
tongue but deceives his own heart, this one’s religion is useless. Pure and undefiled 
religion before God and the Father is this: to visit orphans and widows in their 
trouble, and to keep oneself unspotted from the world. 


The tongue will inevitably reveal what is on the inside 


Matt 12:33-Either make the tree good and its fruit good, or else make the tree bad 
and its fruit bad; for a tree is known by its fruit. 
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James 1:26-27 


Matthew 12:35-37-A good man out of the good treasure of his heart brings forth 
good things, and an evil man out of the evil treasure brings forth evil things. 


But | say to you that for every idle word men may speak, they will give account of it 
in the day of judgment. 


For by your words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned.” 


James makes it very clear that the true test of a person’s religion—Is Not That He Or 
She Is Unable To Speak Their Mind But Has The Ability To Hold Their Tongue. 


Psalm 39:1-I said, “I will guard my ways, Lest I sin with my tongue; | will restrain my 
mouth with a muzzle, While the wicked are before me.” 


An uncontrolled tongue is the evidence of a heart that is not under the control of 
the Savior. 


Psalm 141:3-Set a guard, O Lord, over my mouth; Keep watch over the door of my 
lips. 


Beneath this stone, a lump of clay, 

lies Arabella Young, 

Who on the twenty-fourth of May, 

began to hold her tongue. 
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At an evening social for army officers and their wives, the commanding general of 
the base had been given a special award and proceeded to drone on in a long 
speech of thanks. A lieutenant mumbled to the woman at his side, "Why they would 


award him a prize is beyond me. He's nothing but a stupid old windbag." 


The woman turned to him, her jaw set, and said, "Lieutenant, do you know who | 
am?" 


"No, ma'am." 

"I am the wife of the man you just called 'a stupid old windbag.' " 
"I see," said the young lieutenant, "and do you know who | am?" 
"No, | don't," said the general's wife. 


"Good," said the lieutenant as he disappeared into the crowd. 


Verse 27-Pure and undefiled religion before God and the Father is this: to visit 
orphans and widows in their trouble, and to keep oneself unspotted from the world. 


A person can only be pure before God when they are Saved and washed in the 
Blood of Jesus who cleanses us from all our sin. 


1 John 3:17-18-But whoever has this world’s goods, and sees his brother in need, 
and shuts up his heart from him, how does the love of God abide in him? 


My little children, let us not love in word or in tongue, but in deed and in truth. 
James is not saying that good works save us. 


Being saved never results from good works, but being saved does result in good 
works. 


We don’t work to get to heaven, we work because we are going to heaven 


Study 6 THE RIGHT AND WRONG USE OF THE TONGUE 


THE LETTER OF JAMES 
by Francis Dixon 
Scripture Portion: James 3:1-12 


It was the late Canon Guy King who used to say that the subject expounded in 
James 3:1-12 was in everybody[]’s mouth! What a vital subject this is, and how 
much we need to take note of the teaching of God’[]js Word about the right and the 
wrong use of the tongue! The fact is that our tongues may be used helpfully, for the 
glory of God and for the blessing of others; or they may be misused, bringing sorrow 
and tears to others, and in the process hindering the testimony of the Lord. The fact 
that throughout his letter James has much to say about this matter suggests that 
those he had in mind were guilty of committing what Matthew Henry calls []’tongue 
sins’. So James shows us very pointedly that the tongue of a Christian is the 
indicator of that Christian’s spiritual health. Our speech reveals what kind of a 
Christian we are. In order to emphasise this fact James uses three pairs of 
illustrations to show the power of the tongue. 


1. 1 The tongue has power to direct. In verses 3 and 4 we have the 
illustration of the bit and the rudder. Our words can direct others into the 
right or the wrong path []- look up Proverbs 18:21. Beware of the idle word, 
the questionable story, the half-truth, the deliberate lie. All these could 
change the course of a life and lead it to destruction. On the other hand, the 
right word may direct someone out of sin and into salvation. How we need 
the Lord to control our tongue! 


2. 2 The tongue has power to destroy. The illustration in verses 5-8 
emphasises the fact that the tongue is a small member of the body, but it 
can cause great destruction. What the tongue says comes from the heart []- 
look up Matthew 12:34-35. A tiny spark can set a whole forest on fire, and the 
tongue is like a small flame []- look up Proverbs 16:27. An evil tongue can 
also spread poison. On the other hand, a spiritual tongue is medicine []- look 
up Proverbs 12:18; it will heal and not hurt. 

3. 3 The tongue has power to delight. In verses 9-12 we have the 
illustration of the fountain, or spring; it is impossible for a spring to produce 
both fresh and salt water at the same time. In the same way, the tongue 
cannot speak blessing and cursing (Proverbs 18:4). A tree cannot bear two 
kinds of fruit (Proverbs 13:2; Proverbs 18:20-21). 


1. THE WRONG USE OF THE TONGUE 


1. (1) Blaming God when tempted to do wrong (James 1:13-14). God never 
tempts us to sin; temptation arises when a man is lured away by his own lust. 

2. (2) Speaking hypocritically (James 1:26). It is easy to do this, and what a 
terrible statement about this very thing is found in Titus 1:16! 

3. (3) Expressing discrimination between rich and poor fellow- 
believers (James 2:1-4). Discrimination between people{]’s colour, 
background, race and status in life can be thoroughly un-Christian. 

4. (4) Speaking unsympathetically to those in need (James 2:15-16). With 
so much poverty in our world, we need to search our hearts. 

5. (5) Boasting and flattering, thus causing a destructive fire (James 3:5). 
Just one word can cause a family upset or division in a church; see James 
3:14. 

6. (6) Grumbling against each other (James 4:12; 5:9). Moffatt renders 
Romans 14:12-13: “Each of us will have to answer for himself to God, so 
stop criticising one another!” [] 

7. (7) Swearing or blaspheming (James 5:12). Many non-Christians are 
careless with their words, even taking the Lord’[]Js name in vain. How careful 
we must be as believers []- 1 Peter 3:10. 


2. THE RIGHT USE OF THE TONGUE 


Now look at the following references in James to see how the Christian’s tongue 
should be used:- 


1. (1) To praise God (James 3:9), which in one translation reads, “[]}We use our 
tongue to praise our Heavenly Father[{]”. We should be doing this every day []- 
read through Psalms 148, 149 and 150! 

2. (2) To pray to God: 

0. (1) For wisdom (James 1:5-6). 
1. (2) For help for those in trouble (James 5:13-16). 


2. (3) For healing james 5:14-15). 
3. (4) For large requests (James 5:17-18). 
4. (5) For backsliders to be restored (James 5:19-20). 
3. (3) To sing to the Lord (James 5:13). Turn to Psalm 51:14 and make the 
same resolution. 
4. (4) To witness for the Lord. This is not actually mentioned by James, but 
we must include it []- look up Psalm 107:2; Acts 1:8. 


We have seen that our tongues can be used in many bad ways and in a number of 
good ways. How can it be controlled? Only by the Holy Spirit. Have you ever asked 
the Holy Spirit to take control of your tongue? In Romans 6:13 we are exhorted to 
offer the parts of our body to God “[Jas instruments of righteousness”[] []- our hands, 
eyes, feet[]...and our tongue. Have you ever given your tongue to the Lord for Him 
to control it? Do so now, and as you conclude this study here is: 


0. (1) A resolution to make []- Psalm 17:3; Psalm 39:1. 
1. (2) A warning to take note of []- Matthew 12:34-37. 
2. (3) A prayer to pray []- Psalm 19:14; Psalm 141:3. 


The Tongue: Life and Death Are In Your Mouth! 
Proverbs 18:20-21 


Proverbs has a lot to say about what we say. In fact, the subject of the tongue and 
how we use our words is perhaps the preeminent theme of this book. Over 150 
times in this book alone, Proverbs refers to our lips, our mouth and our tongue. One 
of the central issues of the Book of Proverbs is how you use your tongue. | think all 
of us remember reading in the book of James where it says “Though the tongue 
is small, it is set on fire of hell. With the same tongue we bless the Lord 
and curse our friends.” 


Words are important. After all, God created the universe with words. He spoke and 
it was so. Our Lord Jesus was called THE WORD. “In the beginning was the Word 
and the Word was with God and the Word was God. And the Word became 
flesh and dwelt among us.” 


Two reasons why words are important: 
1. Because of the sheer quantity of words we use. 
Do you have any idea how many words you use in the course of an ordinary day? To 


illustrate, let’s take the books of Tom Clancy. I’m sure you have read or heard of 
those techno-thrillers: “Hunt for Red October,” “Cardinal of the Kremlin,” “Clear and 


Present Danger,” “The Sum of All Fears,” “Without Remorse.” His works are always 
very thick, about 500-700 pages. You could use it for a door stop or throw it at 
somebody you disagreed with. There are 1/2 million to 3/4 million words in an 
average Tom Clancy novel. How long would it take you to say as many words as he 
writes in one of his books? According to researchers, each person here will open his 
mouth an average of 700 times in a day. In those 700 times, you will use an 
average of 18,000 words. Those 18,000 words would translate to about 54 printed 
pages. That means that in one year, an average person would fill 66 books of 800 
pages each. Every year you write with your words 66 volumes that are larger than 
those Tom Clancy novels. No wonder Jesus said, “By your words you will be 
condemned and by your words you will be justified.” Is it any wonder that the 
fastest growing segment of radio today is talk radio? The sheer quantity of the 
words we use is amazing. 


2. Because of the amazing power of words. 


With your words you either say something worthwhile or something that is not 
worth anything at all. 


Think of what a few words put together can convey. “Mr. Watson, come here, | want 
you,” were the first words spoken over the telephone. “What hath God wrought?” 
were the first words sent by Morse code over the telegraph wire. “One small step 
for man, one giant leap for mankind,” were the words spoken by Neil Armstrong 25 
years ago. “Ask not what your country can do for you; ask instead what you can do 
for your country,” spoken by John F. Kennedy at his inauguration. If you have cable 
TV, maybe you have been watching C-SPAN and seen the Lincoln-Douglas debates 
that are being reenacted all over the state of Illinois. | was watching one yesterday 
and it brought to mind the words of Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address, 
probably the most famous words ever spoken by any American President. “Four 
score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth upon this continent a new 
nation conceived in liberty and dedicated to the principle that all men are created 
equal.” Your words are important, because with your words you either say 
something worthwhile or something that is not worth anything at all. 


These are the words of Proverbs 18:20-21, “From the fruit of his mouth a man’s 
stomach is filled; with the harvest from his lips he is satisfied. The tongue 
has the power of life and death, and those who love it will eat its fruit.” 
Whether you know it or not, there is the power of life and there is the power of 
death within you. Everything you have said this week has either been life-giving or 
death-dealing, and there is nothing in between. The tongue has the power to kill, to 
destroy, to hurt, to maim and to assassinate. 


Right Uses of the Tongue 
1. The tongue may be used for wise counsel and sound advice. 


Proverbs 10:31 says, “The mouth of the righteous brings forth 
wisdom.” Proverbs 15:7 says, “The lips of the wise spread knowledge.” What 


comes out of a righteous man? Wisdom. What comes out of a wise man? 
Knowledge. These two things ought to be coming out of your mouth all the time. 


| have a few friends in my life who are like that. Every time they speak, they speak 
wisdom and knowledge. Some of them are people | have known for 20 or 30 years. 
Some of them are people | don’t talk to very often. Some of them are people | may 
not talk to except once every ten years. But because they are people of wisdom and 
knowledge, | know that if | have not talked to them for ten years, | can go back to 
them and say, “What do you think about this?” And even though he hasn’t seen or 
heard from me for ten years, because his lips speak wisdom and knowledge, he can 
say, “I don’t think you should do this; | don’t think you should do that; Ray, have 
you thought about this?” Invariably when | talk to people like that, my life is 
enriched because the lips of the righteous bring forth wisdom and knowledge. 
Blessed are you if you have a few people in your life who can speak wisdom and 
knowledge to you. And blessed are you doubly if you have the ability to speak 
wisdom and knowledge to other people. 


2. The tongue can speak rebuke and reproof. 


Proverbs 17:10 says, “A rebuke impresses a man of discernment more than a 
hundred lashes a fool.” If you find a man of understanding and you rebuke him, 
he will be impressed by your rebuke more than if you find a fool and beat him with a 
lash 100 times. That is because a wise man, a man of discernment, is a man you 
can come to and Say, “My friend, | think you’re on the wrong path. My friend, I’m 
not sure about what you’re doing. Before you do that, stop and think. Let’s talk fora 
bit.” Blessed is the man who has a friend who is willing to come and give you advice 
like that. 


Proverbs 27:6 says, “Wounds from a friend can be trusted.” At this point | like 
the King James version better. It says, “Faithful are the wounds of a 

friend.” Better to have a friend tell you the hard truth than have somebody try to 
butter you up and cover up the hard thing you need to hear. 


Whenever | think of this | always think of my dear friend from Texas, Randy Miller. 
Randy was in the church I pastored in Texas. One year he served as the Chairman 
of our Elder Board. One of the things I learned about Randy was he always had a 
certain method of doing things. He was very orderly, not given to flamboyance, very 
much an administrator, doing things the right way. 


He would come to me about once every other week and would always have one of 
those spiral hand notebooks. He’d sit down and say, “Pastor, | want to talk to you.” 
He’d go over all of his points with me, and then most of the time he would finish it 
and then turn the page. The second page would always be about me. He would say, 
“Pastor, this is hard for me to say, but when you said that last week in the sermon, 
you didn’t mean it this way, but this is how some people took it.” Or, “Pastor, when 
you didn’t take time to talk to those folks, they were really hurt.” Or, “Pastor, | know 
you think we ought to do this, but I’m not sure it’s the right idea.” Or sometimes, 
“You said this and you shouldn’t have and you need to do something about it.” | 
discovered this: he was always right, 100% of the time. He was a friend who loved 
me enough to tell me when | was making a mistake. You want to know how | feel 


about Randy Miller today? | haven’t seen him in five years and three months now, 
but I love him like | love my own brother. | consider him one of my best friends. He’s 
welcome in my home anytime. 


3. The tongue may be used for encouragement. 


“An anxious heart weighs a man down, but a kind word cheers him up.” 
Proverbs 12:25 


“The tongue that brings healing is a tree of life.” Proverbs 15:4 


“A man finds joy in giving an apt reply—and how good is a timely word!” 
Proverbs 15:23 


“Pleasant words are a honeycomb, sweet to the soul and healing to the 
bones.” Proverbs 16:24 


| bet when you read that, you think it is just metaphorical. Any medical doctor or 
nurse will tell you that’s not metaphorical at all. If you talk to people who work in 
the healing profession, they will tell you that whenever there is a patient who is 
surrounded by positive, optimistic, caring people who build him up and affirm him, 
that person has a much better chance of getting better and will normally recover a 
lot faster. When you have a patient who is off by himself and has no 
encouragement, or who is surrounded by negative, critical, pessimistic people, that 
person will have a much harder time getting better under normal circumstances. 
Why? Because pleasant words literally bring health to the bones. How blessed are 
you if you have somebody who comes alongside and uses words to lift you up. 
Doubly blessed are you if you are an encourager. 


How many of your words this last week were words of encouragement? How many 
of your words were words to build up? How many times in the last week did you find 
it necessary to criticize, to tear down and destroy? My friend Dr. Howe in seminary 
used to say, “Gentlemen, it takes no size to criticize.” Anybody can sit in the critic’s 
corner and just tear something down. Are you the kind of person that other people 
are glad to see coming into the room, or are you the kind of person that causes 
other people to turn their face away? One reason may be that they see you as a 
negative, discouraged, critical person. Everybody has troubles and problems. 
Nobody gets a free ride from earth to heaven. How blessed you are if you use your 
tongue to lift up and encourage the people around you. 


4. The tongue may be used for witnessing to others. 
“The lips of the righteous nourish many.” Proverbs 10:21 


That means that you can use your lips to help bring people to God. You can use 
your lips to give spiritual nourishment to other people. 


“The fruit of the righteous is a tree of life, and he who wins souls is 
wise.”Proverbs 11:30 


That means that somebody, somewhere, opened their mouth and gave you the 
gospel. You are a Christian because somebody shared the gospel with you, spoke 
on the radio, from a pulpit, or because somebody close to you spoke the words of 
life to you. What have you been doing to become a tree of life where you work, at 
your school, to your friends, to your neighbors, to your loved ones? By your lips you 
should give such good fruit that people come and want what you have. 


Wrong Uses of the Tongue 
1. The tongue may be used for flattery. 


“Food gained by fraud tastes sweet to a man, but he ends up with a 
mouth full of gravel.” Proverbs 20:17 


That is a picturesque verse. If you get ahead in life by buttering other people up, by 
telling people what you think they want to hear, what you end up is chewing on 
rocks. 


“A lying tongue hates those it hurts, and a flattering mouth works ruin.” 
Proverbs 26:28 


“He who rebukes a man will in the end gain more favor than he who has a 
flattering tongue.” Proverbs 28:23 


That means that | love Randy Miller. Isn’t it funny that after five years, when | 
prepared this sermon, his name popped into my mind? This is exactly what this 
verse means. He has gained favor with me because years ago he talked with me 
the way I needed to be talked to. Now I count him as somebody | love and as a dear 
brother. 


The world tells us that you smooze your way to the top. Butter people up, brown 
nose your way to the top, tell people what they want to hear. The Bible says exactly 
the opposite. If you rebuke somebody in love, they will love you much more than if 
you give them empty, meaningless flattery. 


2. The tongue may be used for quarreling. 


“A fool’s lips bring him strife, and his mouth invites a beating.” Proverbs 
18:6 


| meet people like this every week. | hear some of these smart alecks on TV and 
think, “What somebody needs to do is take that guy out behind the woodshed in the 
name of Jesus.” The world is full of fools. The Bible says his mouth invites a beating. 


“A fool gives full vent to his anger, but a wise man keeps himself under 
control.” Proverbs 29:11 


Young people, you'll never learn a better lesson than this: learn to control your 
temper. How many of us have undergone tremendous heartache because at a 


crucial moment we lost our temper and spouted off when we should have been 
silent. A fool says that since you have it inside, you have to get it out. There area 
lot of times when if you have to get it out, you’d be better off to go down to the 
basement, lock the door, turn on the stereo real loud and get it out where nobody 
can hear you. A wise man keeps himself under control. 


“Do not make friends with a hot-tempered man, do not associate with one 
easily angered.” Proverbs 22:24-25 


What that means is that we shouldn’t run around with people who act like that. If 
you run around with hot heads, you’re going to become a hot head yourself. The 
verse goes on to say, “Or you may learn his ways and get yourself 
ensnared.” This week | got a call from a dear friend in another state. He is going 
through a terrible divorce right now. He started out friendly, they always do. They 
rarely end that way and this one is not ending that way for various reasons. He 
called me on Thursday with some unbelievable news. He said, “Ray, you won’t 
believe it, but while | was watching, she drove up to my house with a 24 foot U-Haul 
and took everything out. She took out the chairs, the tables, the pictures. She took 
out the tablecloths, the china, the linens. She took everything. There is nothing left. 
| didn’t find out until a couple of hours later that she took my clothes. She even took 
my underwear. You can’t believe how angry | am right now. | want to go down there 
and put a bullet through her head.” 


Unless you’ve been there you can’t really understand what it’s like. If you have 
been through it, you understand the depth of emotion. | said to my dear friend, 
“Whatever you do, don’t go down there. If you go down there, you’re going to lose 
your cool and lose everything. Whatever you do, don’t have a confrontation and 
don’t blow up at her.” | gave him some advice that has helped me over the years in 
some tough times. | said, “Remember these words: If you keep your cool, you can’t 
lose. If you lose your cool, you can’t win. If you lose your cool now, you’re going to 
pay for it for the rest of your life.” 


Oh, the power of angry words! Let an angry man start taking a drink, and those 
words start uncontrollably coming out. That’s why Proverbs warns us about this. 


3. The tongue may be used for gossip. 


“He who conceals his hatred has lying lips, and whoever spreads slander 
is a fool.” Proverbs 10:18 


“A perverse man stirs up dissension, and a gossip separates close 
friends.” Proverbs 16:28 


“He who covers over an offense promotes love.But whoever repeats the 
mater separates close friends.” Proverbs 17:9 


That means that you don’t have to tell everything you know. You don’t have to 
make everything right. You can cover over some things so you can go on with life. 


Three questions to ask yourself whenever you’re tempted to tell something to 
someone else about what somebody has done: 


Is it true? 

Is is kind? 

Is it necessary? 

There wouldn’t be any gossip if we used those three questions before speaking. 
4. The tongue may be used for lying. 


Proverbs 6:16-19 gives us the seven things the Lord hates. Two of them are a lying 
tongue and a false witness who pours out lies. 


“A truthful witness saves lives, but a false witness is deceitful.” Proverbs 
14:25 


“Truthful lips endure forever, but a lying tongue lasts only a 
moment.” Proverbs 12:19 


5. The tongue may be used to seduce to evil. 
Proverbs 5 talks about the lips of an adulteress. It says her lips drip with honey. 


“Keeping you from the immoral woman (or man), from the smooth tongue 
of the wayward wife (or husband.)” Proverbs 6:24 


“The mouth of an adulteress is a deep pit; he who is under the Lord’s 
wrath will fall into it.” Proverbs 22:14 


Your tongue, which is meant to bless God, can be used to drag other people down 
into sin. Don’t do it. 


6. The tongue may be used to talk too much. 


“When words are many, sin is not absent, but he who holds his tongue is 
wise.” Proverbs 10:19 


That verse is a tough one for a preacher, because | make my living talking. 


“He who guards his lips guards his life, but he who speaks rashly will 
come to ruin.” Proverbs 13:3 


“A man of knowledge uses words with restraint.” Proverbs 17:27 


“Even a fool is thought wise if he keeps silent, and discerning if he holds 
his tongue.” Proverbs 17:28 


That means that you don’t have to have an opinion on everything. You don’t have 
to comment on everything that goes by you in life. You don’t have to answer every 
question. How blessed we would all be if we would learn to listen more and to speak 
less. 


How Shall We Tame The Tongue? 
1. Admit you have a problem. 


You will never be healed until you admit there is something wrong. This is an area 
with which I have struggled for a number of years because | am paid to talk, 
because | am good at talking, because | can talk myself into and out of almost 
anything. My tongue has gotten my into trouble a lot of times through flippant 
comments or sharp put-downs or foolish comments about people’s motives. In 
preaching this sermon | am really preaching to myself. 


2. Memorize James 1:9. 


This is the best single verse on the tongue in all the Bible. It says, “Let every 
person be swift to hear, slow to speak, slow to anger.” You wouldn’t have 
too many interpersonal problems anywhere if you just put that verse into practice. 


3. Ask a friend to hold you accountable. 


That means going to a friend and saying, “Listen, | have a problem with this. If you 
ever hear me saying something that sounds like something that | as a Christian 
shouldn’t say, don’t let it pass. Be enough of a brother to come to me and Say, 
‘Either | didn’t understand that, or | understand it and you shouldn’t have said it.’ “ 
Sometimes you need a friend who loves you enough to tell you to take a time out, 
to not say anything else, because it’s bad enough already. 


4. Yield your tongue to God. 


Have you ever done that? Have you ever said, “Lord, my tongue now belongs to 
you?” That’s where Romans 6 comes in, talking about yielding the members of your 
body to God. Have you ever told the Lord, “I have been using my tongue for myself. 
| am now going to use it for you. Here are my lips, let me speak for you. Here is my 
mouth, let my mouth speak the words that you want.” Proverbs 16:1 says, “Toa 
man belongs the plans of the heart, but from the Lord comes the reply of 
the tongue.” That verse means the tongue can be put under the Lord’s control. 
That’s a great thought. Your tongue, which today may be set on fire of hell may 
become a tongue under God’s control. He can give you new lips. He can give you a 
new tongue. He can put new words in your mouth. He can baptize your speech. 
Shall we not yield our tongue to him? Shall we not give him our lips? Shall we not 
give him our speech? Shall we not say, “Oh, Heavenly Father, here is my tongue, let 
it speak only for you? Let my words lift up and not tear down.” 


Hymn 568 says, Take my life and let it be consecrated, Lord, to thee. The third 
verse has that wonderful phrase which goes this way: “Take my lips and let them be 
filled with messages for thee.” 


Oh God, help us today and this week to yield our lips to you and so may they be 
filled with messages for thee. Amen. 


